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The American West:
From Frontier to Region
MARTIN RIDGE

We are fast approaching the centennial of the Bureau of the Census'
1890 declaration of the closing of the frontier. It would seem appropriate to mark that centennial by asking why and how American historians became interested in the history of the American frontier, and
why and how, in recent years, there has been increasing attention paid
to the West as a region. And why studying the West as a region poses
special problems. The history of the frontier and the regional West are
not the same, but there is a significant intellectual overlay that warrants
examination.
A little more than a century ago the scholarly discipline of American history was in its formative stages. The tradition of gifted authors-men like Francis Parkman, Brooks Adams, Theodore Roosevelt,
Martin Ridge, Senior Research Associate and Director of Research at the Huntington
Library, San Marino, California, and professor of history at the California Institute of
Technology, served as editor of the Journal of American History for eleven years. He is the
author of Ignatius Donnelly: The Portrait of a Politician (1962), co-author, with the late Ray,
Allen Billington, of Westward Expansion: A History of the American Frontier (5th edition,
1982), the preeminent text in the field of frontier history, and editor of The New Bilingualism: An American Dilemma (1981), Frederick Jackson Turner: Wisconsin's Historian of the
Frontier (1986), and Children of or Man River: The Life and Times of a Showboat Trouper
(1988). This essay was first delivered as an address at'the conference inaugurating the
Andrew V. Tackes Chair in History at the University of Notre Dame, and installing
Walter Nugent as the first Tackes Professor.
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Frederick Jackson Turner stands before the doors of the Huntington Library
in this 1928 photograph. Courtesy of the Henry E. Huntington Library and
Art Gallery, San Marino, California.
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John Fiske, and James Ford Rhodes-who wrote romantic narratives,
philosophical tracts, and often partisan political history-was well entrenched. They were separated from the handful.of academically trained
historians in several ways. They wrote engrossing books on large subjects that were intended for a general audience while the professional
historians selected arcane subjects and wrote for themselves. More
important, the popular writers, even the very. best of them, often
overlooked the institutional dynamics of American society because they
tended to focus on dramatic episodes and personalities; while professionally trained academic historians who studied American history,
especially those influenced by the modern German scientific school,
embraced a structural approach to their subject-they were less interested in dramatic events and personalities and more concerned with
seeking the origins of American institutions. The popular writers often
offered explicit interpretations of the past or philosophies of history;
the academic historians, fascinated by the techniques for proving the
validity of the facts, were intrigued with formal, especially legal, documents because they were easily subjected to scientific tests. The academicians boasted that they not only built their work on the "true facts"
but also that they were scientific, dispassionate, and objective in their
analyses, albeit many admitted that the final products of their labors
were rather ponderous and dull studies. Nor were the scientific his. torians immune from turning to the philosophy of history. Many of
them sought general laws to explain all of the past, and, as Brooks
Adams once observed, every historian's inkstand held a potential theory or universal law of history.
Despite its scholarly strengths, the primary shortcoming of this
burgeoning scientific school was not its literary inadequacies, great as
some of them were-people are willing to read a lot of almost deadly
stuff if it is meaningful-or its inability to draft general laws, but its
failure to provide an organizing principle with the intellectual power
necessary to explain American history. Moreover, almost by consensus,
the quest for origins of American institutions was predetermined. Since
the major colonies in North America had been English, the historians
searched for the origin or germs of American institutions deep in the
Anglo-Saxon and Germanic past. The "germ theory," which so strongly
stressed the continuity of institutions, minimized change and deemphasized the significance of the American experience. Almost invariably its American focus was on colonial New England and Virginia or
the early national period of the Republic. Of course, the division between the gifted writers and the scientific professionals was sometimes
blurred as in the case of Henry Adams, but one point is clear-there
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was no accepted explanatory hypothesis around which to organize
many important aspects of the American past.. For that reason, much
American historical scholarship was narrow, parochial, and filiopietistic.
This state of historical development could not persist. American
scholars-especially those who were born in the Middle West, the Deep
South, or the Far West and those who came of age toward the close
of the nineteenth century, when the rise of nationalistic historical writing profoundly influenced many Western European intellectuals from
the Black Sea to the North Sea-were dissatisfied when they confronted
an American history that denied their own experience as citizens of
an emerging world power and democratic nation. Whether of old-line
American stock or of new immigrant extraction, they were acutely
aware that they matured in a continental rather than a coastal nation.
They looked for American historical explanations that turned on an
axis of the more recent past---explanations more area specific to their
own experience than the forests of medieval Europe, the fens of England, or even the English colonial plantations. They wanted an American history that spoke to all Americans, that addressed recent problems
in the nation's internal development, that explained the process of
Americanization which created a nation out of diverse peoples and
geographic fragments, and that set forth the meaning or ethos of America in terms equal to those propounded by Europe's national historians.
Such a theory was first offered to the historical profession at an
international historical conference held during the Chicago World's
Columbian Exposition of 1893 by a young professor from the University
of Wisconsin named Frederick Jackson Turner. Turner's conference
paper-"The Significance of the Frontier in American History"-suggested that the process and experience of settling the continent was
so unique that it profoundly influenced virtually every aspect of nationallife and character. It was an organizing principle for a history of
the United States that addressed the questions of its internal development and escaped both the "germ theory" and the colonial and
Atlantic coastal emphasis.
When Turner published his essay on the significance of the frontier, there was a sense of immediacy about his work because parts of
the United States had not yet achieved statehood. In fact, Turner fastened on the idea of the importance of the closing of the frontier after
the Bureau of the Census reported in 1890 that it was no longer possible,
as it had been in the past, to draw an unbroken frontier line on an
American census map. This was the beginning of the formal study of
the frontier in the United States.
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Turner sometimes defined the frontier as the point of contact between civilization and savagery. The experience of white men and
women-both native and foreign born-as they seized the opportunity
to wrench land from the Indian and exploit it with the active support
of the government, or with only a minimum of governmental restraint,
highlighted the idea that the contact points of white society and the
virtually limitless exploitable natural resources on the edges of, or in
advance of settled areas, offered a wholly new way to look at the
American past. This was a hist6ry that began on the borders of the
colonial world and extended across a continent, looking as much for
examples of American exceptionalism as for evidence of historical continuities.
It is important to understand that many ofthe ideas that Turner
expressed about the characteristics of the frontier and its impact--even
the word frontier-had been used earlier by scholars and writers so
diverse as. the political economist William Graham Sumner, the social
gospel preacher Josiah Strong, the publicist Edwin L. Godkin, and that
moody New England Brahmin, Brooks Adams. Whatever the sources
of Turner's thought (and it has been traced to innumerable historical
writings, including ,the Italian political economist Achilles Loria), it is
Turner's idea of the frontier that is transcendent. It differs significantly
from that of any other single individual (for example, read carefully
and compare Turner with Brooks Adams), and it emerged eventually
as the most evocative explanatory hypothesis for American historians
for almost half a century. Turner purported to explain why the United
States and its people were unique. Unlike earlier American authors
who had expressed similar notions about the character of America,
Turner's was a secular doctrine to be demonstrated by inductive research rather than, for example, an act of faith as was Walt Whitman's
expression of the same idea.
Although Turner expressed himself with the imagery of a poet
and speculated about the past with the language of a seer, he was at
heart a scientific historian who believed in economic and political history. But he also realized that by studying the behavior of masses of
the people, as distinct from the actions of the articulate elite, he could
explain the larger aspects of American human history as clearly as
evolutionary geologists or Darwinian biologists could interpret its natural history. This quest drove him and his followers to seek evidence
from a variety of sources-maps, census records, climatic studies,
congressional records, diaries, and election data, to name only a fewand to endeavor to draw correlations from among them. They borrowed ideas and models from other social sciences, too. Their methods
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by today's standards were primitive, but they did yield insights that
no one had before suggested; and they pointed up the importance of
studying change over time as well as structure if the historian wanted
to achieve a deeper understanding of the past.
Even more important than Turner's own research, which was concentrated on the Middle West and the Old Southwest, was the new
kind of American historian that followed him and the new type of neopositivistic evolutionary American history they wrote. If, as Turner
speculated, for example, American institutions underwent a series of
rebirths each time white men and women encountered a new frontier
and passed through the stages of social evolution from primitivism to
civilization, his ideas required testing in various settings-among miners, farmers, and cattlemen as well as in different physical and climatic
areas such as the near-rain forests of the Northwest, the arid regions
of Nevada and Utah, or the semi-arid Great Plains. If, for example,
eastern and foreign institutions-like churches-were changed when
they became part of the steady march of the moving frontier, each must
be studied in a new context. And how did immigrants become Americanized, for Turner postulated the idea that the frontier played a significant role in the process. Congressional votes on such issues as the
tariff, road construction, land prices, and declarations of war were
correlated with the home state and place of birth of each congressman
as well as party to see the influence of region on political behavior.
Institutions, too, such as the army and the Bureau of Indian Affairs,
now warranted a quite different analysis. New fields of historical research, such as agricultural history, were born of frontier study and
assumed major importance. Thus, the story of the establishment of
even the smallest community, in fact of every human activity on the
frontier, became part of a large and significant narrative-the making
of the American national character and the formation and function of
a democratic society.
Turner's variety of history demanded that American historians
write analytical studies of institutions and give them meaning and
significance by placing them in the widest national and even international context. He raised the level of the study of the pioneer period
of lo~al and regional history-whether in Indiana, Iowa, Texas, California, or the Great Basin-from a parochial or antiquarian exercise to
make it part of the national pageant. The legislative and constitutional
history of the United States as well as the story of the nation's wars
and diplomacy were depicted in terms of their interrelationship with
the struggle to acquire and settle western lands. Moreover, neither
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Turner nor some of his followers. hesitated to employ statisticalmethods.
Although Turner was interested in the broadest implications of
the westward movement of masses of people, he often wrote in terms
of archetypes and applied them in an evolutionary context. Thus, for
him, not only did communities and regions pass through various stages
of development until they attained levels of civilization comparable to
those of the East or Europe but also his archetypes passed in evolutionary order over the natural landscape. Here was an American history as clear as evolutionary science. "Stand at the Cumberland Gap,"
he wrote; "and watch the procession of civilization, marching in single
file-the buffalo following the trail to the salt springs, the Indian, the
fur trader and· hunter, the cattle-raiser, the pioneer farmer-and the
frontier has passed by. Stand at South Pass in the Rockies a century
later and see the same procession with wider intervals between. The
unequal rate of advance compels us to disting~ish the frontier into the
trader's frontier, the rancher's frontier, or the miner's frontier, and the
farmer's frontier."
This kind of archetypical geI}.eralization opened the way for the
mythologizing and romanticizing of the American pioneering experience that captured the imagination of the general public. For example,
even after research proved that the evolutionary historical model was.
flawed-that people of all economic and social groups appeared almost
simultaneously in virtually every frontier setting-,-Turner's evolutionary model remains', larger than life, especially in fiction and the movies.
Serious scholarship about western archetypes has never been able to
displace the myths and romantic images conjured in the public mind
by p.ublicists, even those contemporaries most familiar with the frontier
experiente. Whether cowboy, investment banker, Indian, homesteader, hunter, farm laborer, soldier, hurdy-gurdy girl, or gambler
they are all fair game for the author of fiction. Nothing, for example,
is further from the truth than the depiction of the American farmer as
a sort ofvirtuous yeoman living happily in nature's garden, gathering
her fruits in a life devoid of the stresses and constraints of the· urban
world and the market economy. Farmers were the linchpin of the Turner
evolutionary scheme because they were the last frontier stage, but they
enjoyed anything but the generous bounty of nature's garden: they
were re-makers of the natural landscape who struggled to overcome
the hardships of the configuration of the land as well as the uncertainties of the weather and the economy. They were in reality anything
but autonomous and independent.
Romantic myths aside, the study of frontier periods in American
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history proved immensely popular among serious historians from the
outset and has continued to be so, not only because it is a convenient
and informed way to look at how a laissez-faire society exploited an
underdeveloped country in the nineteenth century but also because
so many historians lived in regions of the country which had, within
the memory of living man, recently emerged from, or were stilI part
of, such a society. Therefore, they could write the history of their own
communities or regions. It was no longer necessary to travel to a distant
archive to write aboutan important subject.
But even more germane, for a later generation of regional historians, whether in New Mexico, Utah, or California, the frontier paradigm called for the study of the interrelationship of local and national
institutions over time, for comparative analysis, and for a plethora of
demographic work that could be correlated to a host of other variables.
It challenged historians to avoid simplistic chronological political narratives and narrow institutional studies, and to substitute, at least at
the outset, geographic, cultural, and economic contexts in which to
write. It called for measurement of the extent of universality over particularity as an area emerged from partial to complete integration within
the national economy and social culture.
By no means have all of the questions raised by the study of the
frontier been exhausted. The analysis of the internal migration of peoples and institutions within the United States continues to attract se.rious attention, albeit historians may be more interested in social
institutions, such as the family or the family farm. All kinds of issues,
induding religion, urbanization, native peoples, the environment, and
politics, are stilI far from settled.
The idea of the frontier, however, has achieved so celebrated a
status in American society that the very word frontier in itself has
become a metaphor, encompassing public feeling about both the national character and the national past. As a metaphor frontier has come
to describe a people whose national character was formed in an environment of economic opportunity based on vast areas of readily
available underdeveloped land, rich mineral resources, individualism,
pragmatism, political democracy, equality, an unrestrained society,
courage, wastefulness of natural resources, geographic migration and
rapid social mobility, personal and communal regeneration, personal
violence, and vigilantism as well as a host of other factors, especially
the greatest personal liberty.
Even Europeans accept the metaphor and see Americans in this
way, accustomed as they are, and we are not, to believing that individuals demonstrate national character traits. In addition, so far as
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Europeans and we ourselves employ the word regarding the nation's
past, the metaphor also includes the near genocide of the Indians, the
repression of racial and ethnic minorities, the intimidation of, or wars
on, neighboring nations in the name of manifest destiny, the opening
of virgin lands, and the ruthless, if not mindless, assault on the natural
environment for personal gain without consideration of the consequences for future generations.
Metaphors, assert anthropologists, have a way of becoming selffulfilling prophecies. This is certainly true of the frontier for both the
American people and their leaders. From Thomas Jefferson to Ronald
Reagan, presidents have not only spoken of the nation in terms of
frontier values but also of national and personal traits of citizens in
the same way. Franklin Delano Roosevelt, for example, acknowledged
the existence of this tradition and urged its abandonment in a 1935
radio address advocating the need for governmental planning. "Today," he declared, "we can no longer escape into virgin territory: we
must master our environment. ... We have been compelled by stark
necessity [of the depression] to unlearn the too uncomfortable superstition that the American soil was mystically blessed with every kind
of immunity to grave economic maladjustments, and that the American
spirit of individualism-all alone and unhelped by the cooperative
efforts of government-could withstand and repel every form of economic disarrangement or crisis."
The more traditional example of the metaphor's self-fulfilling quality-always evident among frontier politicians-is the so-called Sage
Brush Rebellion, which recently swept the Rocky Mountain and high
country states. When the 1973 oil shortage held out the promise for
the rapid exploitation of coal and shale oil, western political and economic conservatives, who have long sought control over ranch lands,
demanded that the federal government release into the hands of western states control over petroleum resources so they could be developed
without current federal environmental and other governmental restraints. The power of the frontier as a metaphor is such that it compels
continued serious study of the actual past lest the metaphorical interpretation overwhelm or distort reality.
Regardless of its current power as a metaphor, and attractive and
valuable as the idea of the frontier was during the first quarter of the
twentieth century for historians who were studying both the frontier
and the history of the United States, it had many limitations. The most
important limitation on the frontier as an organizing principle is that
it offered little or no guidance for understanding the internal history
of the United States in the post-frontier period or the twentieth-century
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WesL In fact, scholars were quick to realize that; by accepting the
passing of the frontier· line in 1890 as a paradigm, they really defined
much of the post-frontier trans-Mississippi and twentieth-century West
as a separate historical problem that was not directly part of their basic
organizing principle. This did not, however, affect historians who tried
to organize the frontier in the context of the Hispanic advance into the
West.
What had struck Turner and his colleagues, however, as extremely
significant as they studied the advance of the frontier was little. more
than a Bureau of the Census statistical curiosity. The idea of the frontier
is still important as an organizing principle for studying the internal
history of the United States in the nineteenth century, but the passing
of the frontier, in the context of the Bureau of Census maps, has a
quite different meaning than Turner and his immediate disciples attached to it. There is no doubt that it was a national historical, psychological, and demographic watershed, and the fact that it occurred
on the eve of the greatest depression the nation had yet known certainly
appeared to enhance its importance. This was especially so because
many intellectuals of Turner's generation associated landed proprietorship with personal political independence. But it never represented
a genuine discontinuity. All problems and opportunities that existed
in the areas of sparse settlement of the western United States before
1890 existed after 1890 as well. The rise of Populism, for example, more
closely correlates with national demographic trends and the world
economy than with the disappearance of the frontier line. And the vast
amounts of land.alienated under the Homestead Law did not diminish
after 1890.
Turner wondered what would nurture a democratic society when
the free or cheap arable lands in the nation were all taken up. The
idea, deeply rooted in the seventeenth-century republican concept, that
personal political freedom and independence were inseparable from
landed proprietorship, was of greater importance to Turner and his
critics than to historians of the frontier or scholars interested in the
post-frontier and twentieth-century West. It became part of an argument about the heritage or legacy of the frontier that interested primarily intellectual historians and students of American nationality and
national character.
The material and social consequences of the frontier experience
loomed far larger for most regional historians. From the point of view
of studying parts of the country where frontier conditions no longer
existed, Turner's initial questions, archetypes, and typologies were of
limited value, since they pertained to periods only before or during
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settlement. Oddly enough, Turner himself stumbled early on the same
basic problem. To understand the role of frontier political and economlc
issues in national affairs, he decided to analyze the development of
the American states during the years 1830 to 1850. These were years
when frontier conditions gradually ceased t9 exist in the Middle West
and the South. He required a new principle of historical organization,
and he found it in what he called sectionalism. He divided the nation
into several parts, which he called sections: Northeast, Southeast, Old
Northwest, and Old Southwest-the latter two were in the process of
transition from frontier to settled areas during those two decades.
For scholarly purposes Turner was compelled to define his sections
when he began to analyze their institutions over time. His definitions,
partly based on physical geography, partly on a variety of socio-economic factors, centered primarily on how the people in each area responded to a set of political and economic variables. Sectional interests
he came to believe would eventually become so strong that American
public policy would demonstrate sectional compromises on national
issues. The Congress, he felt, would be a brokering agency for competing geographical entities. Since Turner was interested in the expansion of political democracy and economic equality, his initial concern
was how the sections interacted to create an increasingly egalitarian
national policy. Terminology aside, geographers recognized Turner's
sections were socio-physiographic provinces or regions.
As a scientific and Progressive historian for whom American history was a study of the growth of freedom and equality through conflict
and resolution, Turner looked to institutions within regions that addressed those questions-mostly but not entirely political parties. Thus,
Turner explained his interest in sections as a natural outgrowth of
studying the frontier. In fact, there is a very charming exchange of
letters in the Huntington Library between Turner and his brilliant student, Carl Becker-a leading scholar of the eighteenth century who
taught at Cornell University and who chided Turner for abandoning
frontier studies to look at sectionalism-in which Turner explains that
the frontier cannot be studied except by various forms of regional
analyses and that the post-frontier period must be part of this work if
historians are to understand critical relationships.
Historians of the trans-Mississippi West as a region confronted a
similar problem because virtually all of their history is that of a modernizing society in the post-frontier era. Like the generation to which
Turner belonged, they wanted an American history that addressed
their concerns and was area specific rather than vaguely national. They
pointed out that the post-frontier internal history of the United States
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deserved as much attention today as the frontier warranted a century
ago. They realized that, except for the South with its legacy of slavery,
the modoernization of America has not meant its homogenization. One
should never confuse the existence of trans-local or inter-regional institutions, they insisted, with the absence of local and regional differences.
There is a distinct regional history of the United States, and it is
seldom masked by national organizations and institutions. Anyone
familiar with American folk music, folklore, language, material culture,
religious customs, food, marketing, governmental planning, census
study, or ethnic and racial identity will readily attest to regional differences. These regional distinctions have been in the making since
the years of early settlement and the heavy in-migration of diverse
peoples into physically different geographic settings. In fact, the United
States is virtually a blanket of regional divisions, even if one ignores
the way governmental agencies have carved it up.
Most scholars of the West as a region, except for being interdisciplinary, are little like the early followers of Turner. They do not assert
that any specific regional history is in itself a valid organizing principle
for understanding the whole of twentieth-century American history.
They are far less likely to be seen as geographic or economic determinists. Nor would they assert that our national character or democratic institutions hinge on the political or economic nature of the
region. But they do point out that the post-frontier development of
the eleven western states-the area stretching from Texas and the High
Plains to the Pacific Ocean-affords a unit for study that covers almost
a century in time and that this unit, because of its size and complexity,
is unique.
They have as good or better case than scholars of other regions
because of the West's nature and. rate of change. The nation has seen
an accelerated westward tilt in population distribution since 1900. Because of the nature of its industry and agriculture, the West, throughout
the past century, has been the most urbanized portion of the country.
More new large cities have grown up in the West than anywhere else.
It is hard for people in the Midwest and East to believe that places
named San Jose, Phoenix, Dallas, Houston, Los Angeles, and San Diego
are listed among the ten largest cities in the nation.
The West contains the area with the largest amount of federally
owned land. Today, most of the American Indian population lives in
the West. The West is also the region that has spawned the environmental movement perhaps because westerners were among the first

MARTIN RIDGE

137

to recognize the fragility of ecosystems. Some portions of western states
are the most water deficient in the nation; others are surfeited.
The West in the last half century has been the portal for a whole
new immigrant population, and there has been an obvious social impact. Under the current state law requiring bilingual education, for
example, the City of Los Angeles must provide teachflrs in eighty languages and dialects-only one of which, Spanish-is a major European
tongue. Los Angeles' multiCultural character is a microcosm of what
has happened from San Antonio to Seattle, and makes what historians
once called the new immigration-people from Southern and Eastern
Europe-pale by comparison. American Roman Catholicism may soon
find its basis in western rather than eastern population centers. Los
Angeles is already the largest diocese in the nation.
Meanwhile, because of changes in technology, mining, resource
depletion, erosion, and new industries, the population in some western states has plummeted, while in others it has soared, gaining more
rapidly than ever in the past. Los Angeles County's population, for
example, has increased by more than eight hundred thousand people
since the 1980 census. And because all of this is so recent, a scholar
has available the best records and data for studying the structure,
persistence, and change of political, economic, and social institutionsfrom criminal justice to family structure. It also allows for a renewed
look at the complex relationships that exist between the West and the
nation's political and financial centers in the East.
All of this sounds like a bonanza for a new group of regionalists
or the less traditional scholars of the Turner school, who have moved
to incorporate the regional history of the post-frontier West into their
research. But the study of the regional West is a field with significant
pitfalls. Perhaps the most obvious is also the most critical-how to
define the West and around what principle can it be organized for
study. This has proven far from an easy task.
The complexity of the issue was recognized years ago by the followers of Herbert Eugene Bolton-the leader in the study of Latin
American Borderlands-who conceived of the history of the transMississippi West within the context of Spanish expansion and then
attempted to continue it in terms of Anglo-American penetration, statemaking, and economic development. So long as the Boltonians worked
on the Southwest and the Pacific Rim prior to the American war on
Mexico their scheme had viability, but when they moved forward chronologically into the American period, the result was a disjointed narrative and an analysis without a thesis. Bolton hinted at the idea of a
spiritual dissension between the Spanish Borderlands and the areas

138

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

APRIL 1989

where Spain had not conquered, but this insight was never fully examined. Oddly enough, militant Chicano intellectuals in the 1960s took
it up in the battle cry Aztlan-by which they meant the lands of the
bronze people or where the Spanish had settled-which is essentially
a Boltonian Borderlands concept. They want to reclaim the Southwest
from the English-speaking population whom they see as foreign oppressors. This idea, however dramatic, has never spread widely even
within the Hispanic community.
At present there are a host of competing approaches to the study
of the West as a region, some quite simplistic, others very sophisticated. One of the most popular is the assertion that the West is a desert,
and what exists there is an oasis culture. The difficulty with the oasis
theory is that it does not fit the whole West, parts of which are well
watered. The most imaginative presentation of this organizing principle remains Walter Prescott Webb's magisterial The Great Plains, which
attempts to correlate western culture exclusively with water. Although
much that Webb said was true, the theory was highly vulnerable. As
one sharp, but facetious, critic of this idea once observed: If the shortage of water is the key to understanding western culture, why is the
total immersion Baptist church so strong in Texas?
Actually, scholars who think exclusively of water often fall into
the trap of viewing the West from the perspective that defines the norm
as the amount of water necessary for the production of corn. Certainly
the location, amount, and distribution of water remain significant factors in western life and culture, but water cannot be the single organizing principle, unless one is concerned with its quality.
An equally popular thesis regarding the West is that it is a province
exploited by eastern interests within a capitalist system. This idea is
associated with a theory of internal colonialism. This is a neo-Turnerian
concept stemming from the economic conflicts between frontier people
and the metropolitan centers on which they were often dependent.
Today, it is freighted with an ethnic and racial component that sees
non-whites as the laboring class within an exploitative system. Although intriguing as a hypothesis, it often breaks down into an argument not over whether there should be exploitation of the West but
who should exploit it, and how, and for whose·benefit. It is the familiar
story of the world we lost-a make-believe time and place in the past
when local communities presumably controlled their own resources
and developed them for the common good. This is an angry history
because it emphasizes the misuse of resources and the struggle for the
recapture of the control of the West by groups that feel alienated from
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the system. It is a history where ideology is too often substituted for
evidence.
Much more useful are suggestions that environmental factors and
cultural patterns can be correlated to provide unique insight. Such work
allows for the incorporation of a variety of significant variables that
have influenced life in the West but do nor fit into the simple oasis
context or the exploitative developmental model. It also affords an
opportunity to study space, social structure, and change over time.
Cultural geographers have pioneered this approach. This approach
tends to break the West down into smaller, more coherent, and more
manageable units of study. This is the kind of study that D. W. Meinig
has done so well. It also provides the basis for comparative work.
Another organizing principle emphasizes modernization, and may
call for the study of institutions and organizations with or without
regard to the environment but highly sensitive to larger and often
technological changes in society as a whole. The primary stress is on
the gradual integration of regional organizations or institutions into
their national counterpart, and how an institution or organization functions during periods oUransformation. The simplest example of this
is the impact of containerization on transportation, which was developed by the Southern Pacific Railway and has now become part of the
nation railroa& systems.
These examples are merely illustrative of the dynamic character of
the field. Paradigms based on the environment, demographic analysis,
and even politics could also be mentioned. Historians, geographers,
and sociologists have offered a spate of constructs with which to study
the West and about which they still debate. There is no clear consensus
among them. In fact, today there is almost as much chaos among
historians in quest of a synthesis as there was when Turner wrote. And
if every. historian lacks Brooks Adams' inkstand holding· a potential
theory of historical explanation, he or she has a computer with comparable capabilities.
I am an intolerant pluralist so far as an interpretative basis of the
twentieth-century West is concerned. I want every hypothesis given
a fair hearing. I am willing to listen attentively to anyone who suggests
how we can better recognize, interpret, and study what the westerners
themselves have defined as the region.
It is ironic, at least to me, that the boundaries of the West seem
best defined not by academics studying it but by the people who live
there. A delineation exists in the minds of women and men, and it is
strangely physiographic. There is a location on the plains of the West
where, for some undetermined reason, people think of themselves as
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being westerners and not middle westerners or southerners. It would
be convenient if it were at the one-hundredth meridian-the so-called
line of semi-aridity-but it is not. There is a psychological and not a
physiographic fault line that separates regions. As these people see it,
they are not from the South but from the Southwest; not from the
Middle West but from the West; not from the prairies but from the
High Plains; and they think of St. Louis, not Denver, as being in the
East. They mayor may not be part of the nation's middle-class dominant cultural group, but they do have a sense of identity, which is
regionally specific and even evokes a kind of pride and loyalty. The
West retains a sense of particularity despite the enormous power of
the forces working to create a universal national culture.
This prompts me to suggest-but not insist upon-my own organizing principle. Since I have come to the study of the West from
the Turnerian tradition-with an interest in national character and
American exceptionalism-it is the sense of identity-the western ethosthat intrigues me and that I employ in defining the West. Unlike the
nation, the West does not have a shared purpose, but it does have the
advantages of shared special experiences. The West is a cultural phenomenon. It involves, "all the things that a group of people inhabiting
a common geographical area do, the way they do things ... and their
values and symbols." And this culture serves a profoundly conservative
function. This gives the post-frontier West some of the metaphoric
power of the term frontier but opens the way for the broadest basis of
analysis. The cultural West permits, as well as subsumes within it,
almost any approach to the subject. This is evident in historical work
so diverse as the changing attitudes of western women toward the cult
of domesticity when their labor was no longer needed in the field or
on the range on the one hand and the social basis for the California
State Supreme Court's significant modifications of tort law on the other.
Webb found it in the mentalite of the man with a six-gun. I confess
that as an organizing principle culture may say virtually everything
and yet nothing. But it does urge the thesis that there is a culturally
defined public entity with geographic boundaries that is part of the
larger national whole to which it contributes and with which it interacts
in a significant fashion.
How do you write this kind of history? Frederick Jackson Turner
each year asked his seminar students to write two papers-the first on
a narrow frontier subject and the second on why it was important in
the nation's history. His theory is valid today: there is no western
history without a national context. We no longer need two essays, but
we must always keep in mind the two ideas. Any other kind of writing
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will doom the field to a parochialism from which it was rescued a
century ago.
Turner made the history of the frontier so vital a part of American
history that it virtually became our national narrative. After Turner
there was a rise of other perspectives that gave the study of American
history its depth and richness. The frontier became a sub-field within
the history of the nation. But it also provided the basis for a western
regional history to explain the internal history of a large portion of the
nation in the post-frontier period. Unlike the study of the frontier,
which offers both an explanation of national character and the internal
history of early settlement, the study of the regional West is in a more
fluid state with no consensus as yet regarding its boundaries or means
to organize material within them. A cultural basis not only for fixing
boundaries of the West but also for giving it meaning and significance
may well prove to be that organizing principle.

John P. Wilson
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